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This report contributes to the Desert Knowledge CRC’s ‘People, communities and economies of the 
Lake Eyre Basin’ project series funded by the Australian Government. The project is interested in the 
role and functions of local, regional and Basin-wide natural resources management (NRM) organisations 
operating in the Lake Eyre Basin (LEB) that act as the ‘interface’ between governments and community. 
The purpose of the project is to identify successful design and functional features of these interface 
organisations to ensure they are adaptive to the changing needs of LEB communities, economies and 
natural and cultural resources. Effectively engaging with Aboriginal communities in the LEB was 
identified as a continuing challenge for interface organisations, and is the focus of this report. 

This report proposes a framework (referred to as the broker diagnostic) to assess and analyse the 
efficacy of institutional arrangements for Aboriginal people and their land management aspirations 
in the LEB. The framework focuses on the efforts of individual facilitators, leaders and community 
champions to broker the interface between Aboriginal communities and environmental programs 
and institutions. The term ‘broker’ is borrowed from social network theory and recognises the value 
of these individuals to act as bridges or ‘nodes’ between regional NRM organisations, government 
funding programs and Aboriginal communities. These brokers are therefore uniquely placed to act as a 
valuable ‘litmus test’ to critically assess the support provided to Aboriginal communities to manage the 
Aboriginal and shared lands, environments and natural resources of the LEB. 

The broker diagnostic has been informed by research that has critically examined key drivers affecting 
sustainable development in desert environments (Reynolds et al. 2007, Stafford Smith 2008) and the 
emergence of local, regional and extra-regional integrated planning approaches to achieve sustainable 
development outcomes (e.g. Lane et al. 2005, Lane & Robinson in press). Of particular interest is 
research that has assessed Aboriginal participation in local and regional NRM programs in Australia 
(e.g. Robinson et al. 2005, Worth 2005, Lane & Corbett 2005, Howitt 2001, Lane & Williams 2008), 
and those authors who have analysed the role of brokers in regional NRM planning and implementation 
(e.g. Fenton 2007, Rixon et al. 2007).

This research has informed the development of the components of the broker diagnostic, which are as 
follows:

Brokers and organisations understand the key contextual issues affecting Aboriginal 
environmental governance.
Brokers have the individual and organisational capabilities to respond to key issues affecting 
Aboriginal environmental governance.
Aboriginal Knowledge (AK) is integrated into environmental planning and management.

The case study draws on interviews conducted with individual brokers (also known as facilitators, 
managers, project officers or leaders) who are employed by government agencies to manage the 
interface between Aboriginal communities, local and regional organisations and government agencies 
working on environmental management programs that involve Aboriginal people in the LEB. The 
individuals were chosen based on their formal roles established by the government environmental 
programs and their informal roles chosen by Aboriginal communities. Each broker was asked questions 
to obtain their perspectives on their role and how it fitted with the components outlined above. Their 
perspectives provide a pragmatic ‘litmus’ test of efforts to assist Aboriginal participation in sustainably 
managing LEB environments. 

1.

2.

3.

 
Introduction



Desert Knowledge CRC222 People,  communit ies and economies of  the Lake Eyre Basin  

Ch 6:  A broker diagnost ic for  assessing local ,  regional  and LEB-wide inst i tut ional  arrangements pp. 217–250

The justification for this approach stems from work done in collaboration with community researchers 
in the first phase of this project. This research highlighted that individuals – not institutions – are 
the critical link between government agencies and LEB communities in this remote region. Issues 
surrounding brokering efforts to enable Aboriginal people to participate in environmental planning 
decisions and management strategies were also identified as a critical area of concern (see Measham et 
al. 2009). 

The application of the broker diagnostic is not intended to provide a single answer to the complex 
challenge of achieving ‘better’ Aboriginal participation in natural resource planning and management 
in the LEB. Rather, its intent is to facilitate the dialogue between government-funded groups and 
Aboriginal communities to help diagnose components of existing arrangements that are successful or 
unsatisfactory, and clarify what aspects of individual and organisational brokering roles can or need to 
change. 

This chapter is divided into three sections

Section 1: Outlines the three key components used to inform the broker diagnostic and reviews the 
literature used to develop this framework. This includes a summary of LEB, regional and local-scale 
groups that form the foci for integrated environmental planning in the LEB. The section also reviews the 
role of brokers in this environmental planning context.

Section 2: Outlines the research approach used to test the broker diagnostic and provides a summary of 
results.

Section 3: Presents some preliminary conclusions and areas of future research.
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1: Development of components used to inform the 
broker diagnostic
This section briefly summarises the literature used to form the components underpinning the broker 
diagnostic. These components reflect the reality that the LEB is one of the largest internally draining 
systems in the world and contains important areas and species that are internationally ecologically 
significant, critical for the sustainability of a range of livelihoods and industries, and culturally and 
economically significant for Traditional Owners and communities. Yet the protection of the ecological, 
economic and cultural values of the LEB and the use of regional ecosystem services are limited by 
the characteristics of these natural systems and the capacity and willingness of communities and 
organisations to invest and manage the wellbeing of these environments. 

The section is divided into three parts. The first reviews the literature on the unique social and 
environmental processes in desert areas and why they demand different approaches. The second reviews 
the literature on integrated NRM and relates these to the diagnostic components put forward. This leads 
to a summary of integrated institutional arrangements that exist in the LEB, with particular interest in 
analysis of Aboriginal participation.

1.1 The Desert Syndrome and the Dryland Development 
Paradigm
Recent work undertaken in desert environments such as the LEB has emphasised the need to link the 
unique features and dependencies between human livelihoods and ecosystems in these areas to consider 
the consequences this has for sustainable development. 

Stafford Smith (2008) argues that desert areas contain a number of features that are not in themselves 
unique, but in combination cause fundamentally different processes and environments than non-desert 
areas. These include: 

Climate variability (variable climate across both space and time scales)
Scarce resources (low, patchy primary production)
Sparse population 
Remoteness (distance from markets and decision makers)
Social variability (unpredictability in labour, markets and policy)
Local knowledge (lack of scientific research knowledge and the strength of local knowledge)
Cultural differences (particular or distinct people, culture and institutions).

Combined, these features constitute a ‘desert syndrome’ (Stafford Smith 2008).

Previous stages of this research have highlighted the importance of these symptoms in influencing the 
management of ecological environments of the Lake Eyre Basin – in particular, in social variability and 
sparse populations which put high levels of expectation on key individuals (Measham et al. 2009).

Reynolds et al. (2007) have developed a Dryland Development Paradigm (DDP) which comprises five 
key principles, informed in part by these symptoms, to support the unique features of these human–
ecological systems (Stafford Smith & Reynolds 2002, Reynolds et al. 2007) (see Box 1).

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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1. Ecological and social issues are fundamentally interwoven, and so are the options for l ivelihood and ecological 
management.

2. Short-term measures tend to be superficial and do not resolve persistent, chronic problems or deal with continual change.

3. Dryland systems are not in equilibrium, have multiple thresholds, and thus often exhibit multiple ecological and social 
states.

4. Problems and solutions at one scale influence, and are influenced by, those at other scales.

5. Local Environmental Knowledge and practice is central to the management of most drylands but is often undervalued.

Box 1: Drivers of the Drylands Development Paradigm 
Source: Reynolds et al. 2007, p. 847

There is clearly a range of scientific approaches that could be applied to diagnose the state of the LEB 
in relation to these dryland development principles. We have chosen to borrow from the discipline of 
planning to assist our analysis, due to what Friedmann (1987) defines as the transfer of knowledge 
into action in the public domain and the translation of knowledge into management actions in a natural 
resource management context. Considered this way, these principles can be thought of as informing the 
development of public policy in relation to the use and management of the LEB’s natural resources. A 
critical dimension to such analysis is the translation of this policy into management action on Aboriginal 
people’s participation in environmental decisions and planning directions. Of particular interest to this 
body of work is the role and impact of brokers in this translation or facilitation process.

1.2 Frameworks to diagnose integrated regional planning 
responses and Aboriginal environmental governance
Fragmenting NRM policy development and implementation across multiple levels, jurisdictions and 
interests limits their effectiveness, including the support required for Aboriginal people to engage in 
decisions about the condition and required response for sustainably managing their traditional lands. 
Integrated and regional approaches to NRM have been embraced in Australia and have particular 
resonance in remote regional areas where limited resources often demand more outcomes from fewer 
human and financial resources. Regionalised NRM has been founded on the principles of institutional 
integration that transfers environmental planning authority and resources from centralised government 
agencies to regional- or local-level organisations and communities. It is argued this shift promotes 
planning decisions and solutions that are owned by the people who are affected by them, and therefore 
enable planning processes and outcomes to be more equitable, effective and accountable (Lane et al. 
2004, Lane & Robinson in press).

The current regional NRM program reflects this ‘new’ planning approach and has been transposed over 
local-level decision-making arrangements that were supported that were supported through the Landcare 
program in the late 1980s and 1990s.1 Rather than ad-hoc localised on-ground environmental work, a 
regional approach has been promoted as offering a scale where voluntary (i.e. local level) and statutory 
(i.e. policy level) management directions and priorities can be coordinated and local industry and 
community sector aspirations and needs acknowledged (Robins & Dovers 2007). Importantly, this ‘new’ 
natural resource planning paradigm supports a multi-level approach to natural resource governance. 
Decision-making power and resources are shifted downwards to encourage ‘vertical’ integration 
between state and non-state actors and institutions, and regional NRM organisations are required 

1  The Landcare program was one of the first in Australia to focus on local community action to address local environmental issues (primarily focused on sustainable 
agriculture).
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to coordinate efforts to set and achieve natural resource planning goals to encourage ‘horizontal’ 
integration between government and non-government sectors working at the same decision-making level 
(Lockwood et al. in press, Lane & Robinson in press). 

The architecture and process of integration have informed the various frameworks used to understand 
and analyse the efficacy of various devolved planning initiatives. Some social network theorists and 
environmental planners have focused their attention on the unique features and differences between 
local, regional and national levels of collective action between individuals and organisations. Influenced 
by the work of Ostrom (1990) this body of work concentrates on the function and characteristic of 
collaborative strategies used by decision makers working at different levels of environmental planning 
and management hierarchies (e.g. Margerum & Born 2000, Margerum 2008).

As an analytical tool, the focus on regions has enabled environmental planners to query and critique 
the complex set of relationships, resources and opportunities that exist at a particular scale (e.g. Healey 
1997). This analysis has highlighted how multi-scalar governance networks exist and affect the ways 
in which NRM decisions are negotiated and how power and responsibilities are exercised (e.g. Booher 
& Innes 2002, Morrison 2007). This body of work has also highlighted that the support regional NRM 
provides for some stakeholders and NRM issues, including those that relate to Aboriginal people and 
Aboriginal lands, continues to pose significant challenges (i.e. Lane & Williams 2008). 

The issue of how Aboriginal environmental governance can be supported by regional NRM planning 
process is of critical concern in a macro-region such as the LEB, which has large tracts of Aboriginal 
land and which contains Aboriginal communities who have aspirations to care for their country. In 
this context Aboriginal environmental governance can be understood in terms of sharing and resolving 
NRM decisions between a wide set of Aboriginal, state and non-state actors that operate within and 
between networks operating at local, regional and LEB-wide scales. Principles for effective multi-level 
environmental governance, such as transparency, accountability, inclusiveness, fairness, integration, 
capability and adaptability are useful for analysing the support regional NRM planning arrangements 
provide for Aboriginal environmental governance (e.g. Lockwood et al. in press). Yet the issues 
surrounding Aboriginal land justice and Aboriginal community goals need to be considered if such 
participatory planning approaches are to be effective in cross-cultural settings. As Lane (2006) has 
argued, natural resource planning has historically not served Aboriginal people or their interests in 
their traditional lands well. If the participatory and integrative dimensions of regional NRM planning 
are going to support Aboriginal environmental governance it will require some serious consideration to 
many complex issues. Smith (2005), for example, argues that effective Aboriginal governance requires 
legitimate Aboriginal leaders and representative organisations, structures and processes that enable 
the legal and cultural authority and capacity for Aboriginal groups to make and exercise decisions, 
sufficient resources to establish and implement agreed decisions and arrangements, and provisions to 
ensure decisions and actions are accountable. 

Such analysis is larger than what could be achieved under the limited resources provided to this 
relatively small case study of the ‘People, communities and economies of the Lake Eyre Basin’ project. 
To make sense of this tangled web and the complicated environmental governance issues involved, there 
has been considerable interest in the function of specific actors, moments and spaces – often referred 
to as nodes – through which integration occurs (i.e. Healey 1997, Margerum & Born 2000, Bodin et 
al. 2005). This includes how nodal points, places and people play key roles in enabling or disabling 
specific planning rationalities or management practices. It is within this discussion of the role and 
function of nodes that the broker definition and analytical tool emerges.
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1.2.1 Broker definition and diagnostic analysis
The term ‘broker’ is borrowed from social network analysis that focuses on individual actors who 
act as ‘bridges’ or nodes between networks and groups – in this case, links between regional NRM 
organisations, government funding and policy programs, and Aboriginal communities (cf. Newman 
& Dale 2005). In this context, the term ‘broker’ refers to a range of individuals working across 
the Lake Eyre Basin: facilitators (e.g. working with the Indigenous Protected Area program or as 
Indigenous Land Management Facilitators [ILMFs]) and also state and regional liaison officers for a 
range of organisations. Often, these positions have been created in recognition of the difficulties and 
challenges in connecting communities and government programs. The establishment of the Indigenous 
Land Management Facilitators network, for example, was in recognition of the difficulty Aboriginal 
communities were having accessing Trust funding, and aimed to establish a practical link between 
Aboriginal communities and the Australian Government. 

Reviewing the facilitator networks under the first phase of the Australian Government–funded Natural 
Heritage Trust (NHT), Hassall and Associates (2003, iv) wrote:

The ILMF network has been a catalyst to increasing Indigenous access to the NHT and 
NRM. The ILMF network is a significant asset for the Commonwealth and provides a 
communication link between Indigenous communities and Commonwealth and State 
governments.

While these networks are uniquely placed to comment on the effectiveness of regional programs and the 
issues encouraging or preventing Aboriginal involvement, no formal structure to tap into this resource 
exists. Formal evaluations have focused on facilitators or brokers as targets for evaluation (Hassall and 
Associates 2003, Fenton 2007) rather than to inform a targeted and extensive evaluation of Aboriginal 
participation.2

Alternatively, network analysis has focused on an individual’s linkage functions to measure the strength 
of the integration, or what Bodin et al. (2005) describe as its ‘score of betweenness’. This literature 
is concerned with a broker’s knowledge about different groups’ perspectives and structures, their 
ability to build trust between individuals and institutions, control and create linkages, and create new 
understandings between actors contained in multiple social networks (e.g. Folke et al. 2005).

Planning theory concerned with how environmental decision-making processes and rationalities are 
influenced by knowledge and power adds to the analysis (e.g. Leach et al. 1999, Lane et al. 2004). Such 
analysis can help to expose the racial and political drivers that affect what knowledge and decisions are 
brokered, how these decisions are made and who should make them. These drivers include prevailing 
western and scientific traditions that continue to affect assumptions that many aspects of Aboriginal 
knowledge, law and experiences are invalid (cf. Scott 1998). It also helps to explore the extent to which 
parochial behaviour of brokering individuals and supporting organisations impinge on effective and 
equitable cross-cultural environmental knowledge and management integration (e.g. Lane & McDonald 
2005). In this sense, brokers cannot just be conceptually thought of as a ‘neutral’ bridge between social 
and institutional networks. Rather, like Morrison et al. (2004) have argued, this diagnostic is mindful 
of the influence of structural, procedural and informational dimensions of integration which need to 
be understood to assess the efficacy of institutional arrangements for Aboriginal participation in the 
sustainable management of the LEB deserts.

The application of this broker diagnostic is also mindful of the plethora of literature that has analysed 
Aboriginal participation in environmental management programs and processes. This includes how 
colonising planning and property allocation processes created colonial geographies that dispossessed 
Aboriginal people from their lands and environmental management practices (e.g. Dorset 1995). 

2  Lane and Corbett (2005) and Lane and Williams (2008) both undertook interviews with Indigenous Land Management Facilitators to gain an understanding of the extent 
of Aboriginal participation in the Trust and the constraints or enablers to this process. However, to our knowledge, there has been no extensive utilisation of informal and 
formal networks to provide information for evaluation.
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There has been considerable inquiry as to how planning rationalities, arrangements and decisions have 
silenced Aboriginal voices and denied Aboriginal interests (e.g. Lane & Williams 2008, Dillon & 
Westbury 2007). Constraints on the capacity of Aboriginal people and communities to respond to the 
plethora of planning processes and decisions affecting their lives and lands have also been discussed 
(e.g. Gilligan 2006, Baker et al. 2001). 

Taking all this into account and to develop a broker diagnostic that is useful, brokers’ nodal roles 
and functions need to be unpacked to help question the efficacy of current institutional arrangements 
for Aboriginal governance of deserts in the LEB context (a description of institutional arrangements 
is provided below). The following section draws on the body of research and briefly describes how 
brokers’ work can be analysed through three key diagnostic components. A central premise behind 
all three principles is that regional context is central, rather than simply an acknowledged part of 
understanding institutional integration in the LEB region (Morrison et al. 2004, cf. Bellamy et al. 1999, 
Margerum & Born 2000). As such, the components draw heavily on the dryland development paradigm 
work of Reynolds et al. (2007). This diagnostic of analysing institutional integration in this desert 
context seeks to unpack:

how well the context of Aboriginal environmental governance is understood 
the strength or capacity of these brokerage nodes to respond to this complexity 
the recognition and integration of Aboriginal Knowledge by brokers.

Understanding the context of Aboriginal environmental governance 
Component 1: Brokers and organisations understand the key contextual issues affecting 
Aboriginal environmental governance

This element of the broker diagnostic is concerned with the unique context of both Aboriginal 
environmental governance (Robinson & Munungguritj 2001, Lane 2006, Smith 2005) and desert 
environments (Stafford Smith 2008). If government programs to support Aboriginal environmental 
governance are to be effective, then the underlying influences on current social and environmental 
realities need to be understood. Lane (2003) has argued that the character of institutional arrangements 
and the distribution of power in a planning context is a critical determinant of the style of planning 
(brokering) that may be used. In the planning context of regional NRM in the LEB, participatory 
decision-making arrangements have been established at particular scales in an effort to enable 
Aboriginal, non-Aboriginal and institutional actors to negotiate environmental management decisions 
and solutions. These arrangements are reviewed in more detail below. Scale is therefore important in 
this component and the diagnostic analyses these in terms of local, regional, and extra-regional (LEB-
wide) contexts.

The strength of existing brokerage nodes 
Component 2: Brokers have individual, Aboriginal community and organisational capabilities 
needed to respond to key issues affecting Aboriginal environmental governance

This principle recognises the importance of brokers in responding to, and managing change, and the 
inherent dangers of isolation, burn out and fatigue due to such an extensive reliance on individuals 
(Measham et al. 2009). As such, the diagnostic considers the capabilities of:

individual brokers
Aboriginal communities
institutions (government agencies and regional bodies)

to respond to the issues impacting on Aboriginal environmental management.

i.
ii.
iii.

1.
2.
3.
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In distilling the analysis into these three parts, the diagnostic recognises that, while brokers are relied 
upon to secure environmental outcomes in remote areas, their success is heavily influenced by the 
capacity of communities to participate and the support offered by organisations, and the extent to which 
these are appropriate given the issues and drivers identified in Component 1. 

Recognition and integration of Aboriginal Knowledge by brokers
Component 3: Aboriginal Knowledge is integrated into environmental planning and management

Planning theorists have differentiated between different types of information or evidence that is used to 
guide planning decisions and processes. This includes scientific, technical and pragmatic information 
which requires careful and considered integration (Friedmann 1987). Pragmatic, experiential knowledge 
– often referred to as metis information – is often associated with local knowledge which has been 
gained through social learning and information pertaining to local contexts and settings (Corburn 2003). 
The anthropologist Geertz, for example, emphasises how the metis of local knowledge is strongly rooted 
in particular place to form an ‘organised body of thought based on immediacy of experience’ (Geertz 
1983, p. 167).

Component 3 of the diagnostic draws on the following categories of knowledge:

Science categories: This refers to the integration of Aboriginal knowledge that aligns clearly 
with western scientific knowledge, such as knowledge on native animal populations. 
Cultural categories: For example, recognition of gendered knowledge and structuring of 
projects or programs to respect this. 
Contemporary categories: This refers to integration of Aboriginal, scientific and other 
knowledge categories to tackle contemporary NRM and community goals and issues,  such 
as the impacts and opportunities provided by feral animals and other introduced species. 

1.3 Institutional integration and Aboriginal participation in the 
LEB 
Recognising that there is no simple or single ‘silver bullet’ or technical fix to tackle the sustainable 
use of the LEB’s natural resources, governments have established a range of ‘scales’ through which 
integration arrangements and processes are managed. As outlined in this section, this includes the LEB 
regional and local natural resource and environmental management groups. In many cases there are 
specific program requirements for these groups to involve Aboriginal communities in environmental and 
natural resources decisions and management programs (outlined below).

Aboriginal Australians have been struggling to access adequate levels of funding and support to assist 
with management of their lands, despite considerable interests and rights to land and the conservation 
value of those lands (Altman et al. 2007, Lane & Williams 2008). Reviews across both phases of the 
NHT have shown funds allocated to Aboriginal organisations to be disproportionately low (Worth 
2005, Hassall and Associates 2003, Lane & Corbett 2005, Lane & Williams 2008). Constraints on 
participation by Aboriginal communities have included:

The complexity of application processes and lack of culturally appropriate advice (Lane & 
Corbett 2005, Lane & Williams 2008)
Power and representation (Lane & Corbett 2005)
Inappropriate levels of consultation (Lane & Williams 2008)
The dominance of European values and concepts and the limited ability to include Aboriginal 
priorities or perspectives under the NHT (e.g. initial exclusion of projects dealing with 
traditional knowledge management) (Worth 2005, Lane & Williams 2008).

1.

2.

3.

•

•
•
•
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Perhaps the most persistent issue is the capacity of Aboriginal communities to participate, and the low 
priority of participation in NRM by Aboriginal people in the context of pressing and overwhelming 
social justice and welfare issues (Lane & Corbett 2005, Lane & Williams 2008). In the face of daily 
survival issues, there was the perception that Aboriginal communities simply could not compete with 
non-Aboriginal applicants who were better resourced and had far higher capacity and familiarity with 
application processes. This suggests that environmental management programs and institutions need to 
consider the particular needs and challenges facing Aboriginal communities, rather than assuming they 
will align with mainstream applicants competing in the same environment. It is not within the scope 
of this report to tackle how this is best achieved; rather, this report develops a mechanism to better 
understand the underlying processes that are shaping Aboriginal environmental governance in the LEB 
as a way of moving forward. 

1.3.1 Integration and Aboriginal participation at the LEB scale 
Lake Eyre Basin Intergovernmental Agreement

This agreement, between the Australian, Queensland (Qld), South Australian (SA) and Northern 
Territory (NT) governments, focuses on ‘water and related natural resources’ and seeks to ensure 
the long-term sustainability of the LEB through cross-border collaboration. The Lake Eyre Basin 
Ministerial Forum was established as part of the Agreement to develop policies and strategies for the 
management of the LEB. As a key driver providing advice and guiding policy development at the LEB 
scale, the Ministerial Forum must seek LEB community advice and may seek scientific advice. The 
Agreement requires that such advice will include ‘appropriate representation of Aboriginal interests’ 
(Commonwealth et al. 2000, 11). 

Lake Eyre Basin Community Advisory Committee (CAC)

This Committee provides community advice to the LEB Ministerial Forum on water and related natural 
resources issues in the Lake Eyre Basin, and seeks to ensure continuing community participation in the 
Agreement (Box 2).

The [Lake Eyre Basin] Community Advisory Committee provides the main link between the people, communities, industries and 
interest groups in the Basin and the Ministerial Forum.

A key part of the Committee’s role is to maintain close contact with communities and groups in the Basin. This is guided by 
principles of inclusiveness, trust, openness and shared benefit. 

(Lake Eyre Basin 2006).

Box 2: The Lake Eyre Basin Community Advisory Committee

Since the CAC was formed, two Aboriginal forums have been held to discuss specific issues and 
concerns held by Aboriginal communities in the LEB. As a result of these forums, Aboriginal 
representation on the LEB CAC has increased to six, although one of these positions is yet to be filled 
(CAC member 2007 pers. comm.).

While the LEB Ministerial Forum and Community Advisory Committee play significant roles in policy 
development and advice, the implementation role is largely carried out at the regional scale by NRM 
bodies and is discussed below. 



Desert Knowledge CRC230 People,  communit ies and economies of  the Lake Eyre Basin  

Ch 6:  A broker diagnost ic for  assessing local ,  regional  and LEB-wide inst i tut ional  arrangements pp. 217–250

1.3.2 Integration and Aboriginal participation at the regional scale 
Regionalised environmental policy and management in the LEB has been a central program strategy of 
the Natural Heritage Trust to improve levels of integration between government and non-government 
institutions and communities. Regional bodies (SAAL, DCQ, NRMB(NT)) have been established 
to coordinate and manage the interface between governments, industry and community institutions 
involved in NRM in the LEB. 

Larson (2009) provides a detailed analysis of these regional institutions and their different operating 
environments across the LEB. In short, there are a range of factors that influence the structure and 
operation of regional bodies including state legislation, funding and priorities of regional communities. 
A common thread, however, is the federal government requirement that regional NRM bodies recognise 
Aboriginal communities as key stakeholders and ensure meaningful involvement in NRM processes. 
There has been widespread acknowledgement that this has been a challenging goal, and that often 
the interests of Aboriginal communities have been either intentionally or unintentionally sidelined in 
regional processes (Lane & Williams in press, Broderick 2005, Worth 2005).

This section begins by providing a brief overview of the NRM plans for the NRM Boards which cover 
areas of the LEB in SA, Qld and the NT, before examining the role of brokers at the regional level.

At the time of writing, the Australian Government had announced the cessation of NHT2 and the 
introduction of Caring for our Country from July 2008. The following overview is based on operations 
under NHT2; there is currently little detail available on how the picture will change under the new 
program.

South Australian Arid Lands (SAAL) NRM Board

SAAL’s regional NRM plan acknowledges that ‘many Aboriginal people live in townships, and, along 
with other traditional owners from outside the region, have a close connection with the landscape 
(SAALNRM 2007a, 4–5). According to the NRM Plan, SAAL contracted consultants to engage 
and increase involvement of Aboriginal communities during the development of the Plan and has 
incorporated previous Aboriginal NRM group plans into the investment strategy.

The draft investment strategy proposes five programs (SAAL NRM 2007b): 

Biodiversity
Water
Soils, land systems and land forms 
Community capacity
Monitoring and evaluation.

As part of this strategy, SAAL have employed an Indigenous Engagement Officer from 2007–08 and 
have identified specific projects for pest management on Aboriginal lands and capacity building for 
Aboriginal communities. SAAL is also involved in joint projects with the Alinytjara Wilurara Region 
(which covers Aboriginal lands in the north-west of the state). 

•
•
•
•
•
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Desert Channels Queensland Inc (DCQ)

The DCQ Regional Plan highlights that Aboriginal people in the region are seeking involvement in 
NRM (DCQ 2004a). Native title claim areas cover 50% of the region, and the Simpson Desert National 
Park is joint managed with its Aboriginal Owners. 

Top issues identified in community consultation were:

weeds and ferals
vegetation management
grazing pressure and pasture management
surface water management
land degradation
viability/economics.

The DCQ Investment Strategy (DCQ 2004b) includes a specific Indigenous Land Management and 
Heritage Program, the key aims of which include engaging with the Aboriginal community and 
protecting Aboriginal cultural heritage, and establishing and supporting an Indigenous Leaders Group as 
a mechanism for broader Aboriginal participation in NRM. 

Natural Resource Management Board (NT) Inc. (NRMB(NT))

In the NT, there is not only a significantly higher proportion of the population that is Aboriginal, but 
also a significantly higher rate of recognised land ownership or land rights. Recognition of Aboriginal 
values is woven throughout the NRMB(NT)’s plan, which covers the entire Territory. 

Customary economy, local knowledge, wellbeing and the recognition of cultural, social and economic 
values in addition to ecological values are emphasised throughout the plan. 

An example of some of the Management Action Targets include:

recognising and supporting Traditional Owner groups, Aboriginal organisations and Landcare 
groups as key delivery organisations to manage threatening processes
implementing collaborative, community-based, multi-tenure fire management projects in central 
Australia
valuing non-scientific knowledge and enabling Aboriginal people to contribute ecological 
knowledge to planning and management.

1.3.3 Integration and Aboriginal participation at the local scale
While there is a significant institutional layer at the regional level, most NRM still necessarily focuses 
on the project scale. Projects often have local project officers housed at a variety of organisations 
including Greening Australia, Land Councils and Landcare groups. The planning may be regional in 
focus, but delivery is still achieved at a local scale. 

•
•
•
•
•
•

•

•

•
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2: Broker diagnostic development and application
This section is an overview of the research approach used to develop and apply the broker diagnostic in 
the LEB. It presents some key findings from applying this framework.

2.1 Broker diagnostic development
The research approach used to develop and apply this diagnostic framework was twofold. The first 
phase of the ‘People, communities and economies of the Lake Eyre Basin’ project was undertaken 
in collaboration with LEB community researchers (see Measham et al. 2009, and photo below). The 
general criteria for selection were those people who lived in the LEB, who were keen to participate in 
the research, and who available to be involved in workshops and conduct interviews in late 2006–early 
2007. Workshops were held in Adelaide and Brisbane in late 2006 to discuss the project requirements 
and seek the input from community-based researchers. During this workshop, CSIRO and community-
based researchers developed a short list of interview questions and piloted them in-house.

Photo 1: Community researcher workshops where results from interviews conducted by people who work and 
live in the LEB were presented and discussed.

Community-based researchers then arranged and conducted interviews in the LEB region. Figure 
1 provides a summary of how community-based researchers selected people to interview. Most 
researchers conducted between 8–12 interviews, depending upon logistical issues such as travel time, 
availability of interviewees, etc. The second workshop was held at the St Lucia, CSIRO office in 
Brisbane during April 2007. The purpose of the workshop was twofold. First, to assess the effectiveness 
of the community-based research model for understanding the social dimensions of natural resource 
management (NRM) in desert environments. Second, the workshop provided a forum for testing and 
verifying the key findings that emerged from the interview analysis.
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R
ealm

 of influence

People involved 
in town 
organisations

People who 
wanted to see 
change, and 
people wanted 
things to stay 
the same

People involved 
in consultancy 
businesses

People on 
NRM boards

Names that 
keep coming up

Controversial
and outspoken 
people (often 
men)

Logistics

Diversity

People who 
were identified 
through word of 
mouth

People known 
to community-
based
researcher
through
their own 
involvement
on boards and 
committees

Selection for a variety of 
social characteristics 

(age, gender, job, status, 
locals, newcomer, etc.)

People who 
were accessible 
(close and easy 
to get to)

People who had 
time to meet 
and talk

Figure 1: Lake Eyre Basin community perspectives selection process undertaken by community researchers 
(see Measham et al. 2009) 

Analysis of interviews done through this community researcher approach highlighted the importance 
of activities and support for individual brokers employed by organisations to manage the ‘interface’ 
between communities and natural resource users and government agencies. This work also highlighted 
that Aboriginal participation in environmental programs continues to be a critical challenge and priority 
for many interface organisations – such as DCQ and SAAL regional NRM bodies.

Research approach to diagnostic application 

The second phase of the project captured perspectives from brokers who are funded by government 
programs to manage the interface between local, regional and LEB-wide interface groups and 
Aboriginal communities. Brokers were asked questions about their work and about the successes and 
the challenges they face working in the LEB. These questions were guided by the three components 
reviewed earlier in Section 2. As reviewed in the previous section, these components are: 

Brokers and organisations understand the key contextual issues affecting Aboriginal 
environmental governance
Brokers have the individual and organisational capabilities to respond to key issues affecting 
Aboriginal environmental governance
Aboriginal Knowledge is integrated into environmental planning and management. 

These perspectives are synthesised below to provide one pragmatic ‘litmus’ test of the Aboriginal 
participation in NRM and planning in the LEB.

1.

2.

3.
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Brokers funded to manage this interface at local, regional and LEB-wide scale (includes state and 
federal facilitators) were interviewed face-to-face or on the phone (currently n=27) between 2007 
and 2008, and a few (n=5) responded to an internet survey. Table 1 shows how brokers have been 
categorised for this research.

Of the 32 informants, seven identified themselves as being of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
descent. When discussing this bias with those seven informants, some noted that this reflected a reality 
of the LEB. One Aboriginal facilitator interviewed succinctly outlined the dilemma: ‘Aboriginal leaders 
are busy being leaders for their own communities … there aren’t many left [who have the] time or skills 
needed to also work for the government mob’ (LEB interview 22). At the time of writing, regional 
bodies operating in the LEB approached for this study noted that facilitators who could broker their 
efforts with local Aboriginal communities in the region were either absent or precariously engaged, and 
they were overwhelmingly needed. Even so, this is an important bias in the results presented by this 
preliminary assessment.

Table 1: Brokers who participated in this research

Brokers  
(n=32)

Not of Aboriginal 
descent

Of Aboriginal and/or 
Torres Strait descent

Interviewed face-to-
face or via phone

Participated in 
email survey

Total

LEB-scale 2 2 3 1 4

Region scale 4 1 4 1 5

Local scale 21 2 20 3 23

Total 27 5 27 5 32

Note: Brokers were asked to identify the most appropriate scale of their work. LEB-scale brokers’ work spans across the LEB and largely involves 
LEB-wide knowledge brokering and engagement issues; Region-scale brokers’ work spans across NRM regions (but note, not necessarily employed 
through regional bodies); while local-scale brokers are focused on project-level activities.

Benefits and limits to broker diagnostic

The broker diagnostic outlined in this report provides insight into the experiences and perceptions 
of brokers’ efforts to work with Aboriginal communities to sustainably manage LEB environments 
and natural resources. In particular, its application can provide a valuable and pragmatic ‘litmus test’ 
to assess the support regional NRM arrangements and processes provide for Aboriginal people’s 
aspirations for sustainable lands and communities. There are however, some limitations on the 
diagnostic that need to be considered.

By focusing on people with specific positions (brokers), the diagnostic does not capture the voices 
of communities or organisations. We expect that brokers, by the nature of their role, will be able 
to represent these views; however, we cannot guarantee that the views provided would necessarily 
match due to politics, bias and differing perspectives, etc. Aboriginal voices in this diagnostic are 
conspicuously absent, and many of the local drivers affecting Aboriginal participation cannot be heard 
through broker voices (e.g. Box 3 below).

The diagnostic cannot fully capture if and how local, regional and LEB-wide organisations can respond 
to the complex regime of Aboriginal rights and responsibilities over particular areas of land and water. 
Nor does it inform judgements about the efficacy of the number of options available for Aboriginal 
people to enter into management agreements to care for Country and build sustainable economies 
for Aboriginal communities. Instead, the value of the diagnostic lies in harnessing the experiences of 
central nodes within these networks as a starting point for these discussions. 
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Economic factors

Activity on country has relatively litt le economic value for Aboriginal landowners. 

Aboriginal people do not have the means to access their country (transport, fuel) while they have no viable economy. 

Aboriginal human and social capital factors

I l l -health

The trauma and distract ion of social stress (petrol snif f ing, youth suicide, etc),  loss of elders/teachers due to early death 

Other interests, commitments, pr ior i t ies 

High mobil i ty result ing from many factors including social stress, accessing health and education services, social obl igat ions, and attract ions of 
town l i fe.

Physical capital/infrastructure factors

Dysfunctional stores – irregular opening hours and poor qual i ty food which complicate the logist ics of gett ing out from sett lements onto country 

Lack of appropriate (or any) vehicles

Limited vehicle access to country, e.g. Rugged remote areas.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Box 3: Factors that l imit Aboriginal activity on country
Note: factors as identified by Davies et al. that inform factors affecting Aboriginal engagement with NRM organisations and issues

Source: Davies et al. 2006, p. 23.

Interpreting the silence: all that is left unsaid

A critical issue that was apparent during some interviews was an apparent silence or resistance to 
discuss some issues. This would come across through glossing over or simplifying acknowledged 
difficulties facing Aboriginal communities. We cannot pretend to be able to correctly interpret these 
silences. However, the gaps in perspectives conveyed suggest that there may be an element of fatigue 
over talking about such issues. As one Aboriginal facilitator dryly noted: ‘We just want to keep focusing 
on the job at hand … [rather than] … endlessly thinking about what is good or bad about what we do’ 
(LEB interview 22). Talking has not helped in the past, so a weary silence descends along with a quiet 
determinism to get on with the job and (hopefully) overcome multiple challenges. Alternatively, it may 
indicate a wariness that ‘bad news’ stories are often used in media to paint bleak and simplistic pictures 
of Aboriginal communities, in which case the silence can be interpreted as protecting the vulnerable 
from unfair scrutiny and/or exposure. (Further discussion of silence and debate in regarding Aboriginal 
policy is provided by Neill 2002.)

2.2 Broker diagnostic application
A rapid application of this broker diagnostic was undertaken between late 2007 and early 2008 using the 
research approach summarised above. Key findings from this preliminary assessment are summarised 
below.

Component 1: Brokers and organisations understand the key contextual issues affecting 
Aboriginal environmental governance

Brokers at local, regional and LEB-wide scale were asked to identify key slow3 variables driving the 
health of the LEB’s NRM system.

3  ‘Slow’ here is used to emphasise that changes (ecological and social) often occur over long periods of time in desert areas. That is, the factors driving change (drivers) 
and resulting changes in the state of desert environments are often gradual and understood with long-term time frames. For a more detailed discussion of desert drivers, see 
Stafford Smith 2008.
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Some brokers who worked at the project level and had been working in the LEB for many years 
reflected on the inland characteristics of Aboriginal Country-based planning and management 
systems. This included the temporal and spatial dimensions underpinning Aboriginal Knowledge 
of local environments. Also noted were entrenched kinship structures and Aboriginal social 
networks that drive how Aboriginal people interact and move within the landscape, how they 
interact within and between Aboriginal communities and Country, and how they interact with 
each other. 
Slow drivers affecting the state of Aboriginal Country that were identified focused on 
degradation of management effort and relevant knowledge. Brokers reported that there were 
many critical areas that had received decades of limited or no management attention due to 
limited capabilities and resources for Aboriginal people to access and care for their lands. 
A long history of unequal power relations was the single key feature identified as a critical 
slow driver affecting the state of Aboriginal participation in natural resource planning and 
management. Power dynamics affecting Aboriginal participation included challenges Aboriginal 
people face to: 

understand program requirements and expectations
deal with a myriad of confusing policies that impact on their communities and lands
be given the opportunity to learn and be resourced to participate
achieve mutually beneficial (vs. just government program) outcomes.

The state of Aboriginal people’s capabilities to participate in NRM decisions and solutions 
were also reported as affecting this power dynamic. The current state of health, education and 
political dysfunction affecting many Aboriginal people’s communities significantly affects 
their ability to manage their lands appropriately. A long history of troubling racial relations 
was also noted as a key long-term driver that infiltrated efforts to facilitate Aboriginal people’s 
aspirations with those held by other stakeholder groups within the LEB. Brokers described 
this experience as feeling ‘torn’ and in ‘constant conflict’. They said it required a process that 
reflected an ‘endless balancing act’ to mitigate conflict between groups who are jostling to get 
access to brokers and associated NRM funds. It required them to coordinate and combine the 
siloed support environmental programs – such as the Natural Heritage offer – for the holistic 
aspirations Aboriginal people have for their Country and communities.

Aboriginal people and land management: implications for brokering work 

The mix of working with Aboriginal people … and NRM issues out here is tough. 
(LEB interview 21) 

As Fenton (2007) has also reported, brokers who facilitate NRM projects with Aboriginal people note 
the unique nature of this type of work compared with facilitating efforts with other LEB communities 
and NRM users. Issues identified at the local scale included the huge expectations placed on individuals 
to act as a ‘community champion’ for a plethora of government programs and policies affecting 
Aboriginal communities and Countries. Many brokers working across all scales described a core part of 
their business in terms of ‘conflict management’ (LEB interview 17). A large part of brokering work in 
the LEB was described as ensuring Aboriginal people involved were ‘fully informed and owned project 
outcomes’ (LEB interview 18) and ensuring their efforts built on and developed existing and limited 
Aboriginal capabilities to participate in natural resource planning decisions.

In particular, Aboriginal brokers interviewed found these expectations to be significant and, as one put 
it, they ‘continue after 5 pm’ as part of meeting family and community obligations. Their views reflect 
those of Aboriginal people who work in other ‘hybrid’ institutions, such as Aboriginal rangers who have 
described the challenges of working across different knowledge and environmental management systems 

•

•

•

•
•
•
•
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(e.g. Wallace et al. 1992, Robinson & Munungguritj 2001). As one interviewee explained: ‘Being an 
Aboriginal leader and working for the … mob is hard – huge expectations that I don’t know how I can 
deliver’ (LEB interview 3).

Brokers working on strategic LEB-wide NRM issues highlight the challenge of meeting government 
program expectations to ensure NRM projects engaged with Aboriginal people. Many local and regional 
brokers interviewed emphasised that geographical and political realities mean that national goals are 
difficult to achieve. Not surprisingly, trying to find Aboriginal brokers who are willing to work at 
regional and LEB-wide scale is difficult. As one broker put it: ‘It’s hard to get Aboriginal people to 
facilitate our efforts … probably in part because it’s such a difficult job’ (LEB interview 10).

Adapting to desert realities

It’s hard to show the impact of our work out here. (LEB interview 14)

I have to deliver cultural, environmental and livelihood outcomes on a shoestring budget. 
(LEB interview 17)

Efforts to show evidence of outcomes delivered from brokering work and the impacts of environmental 
management strategies is an enduring challenge facing individuals interviewed. Key issues identified 
included the length of time it takes to get a joint project established, how much it costs to undertake 
environmental strategies in distant regions, and how limited regional NRM and other environmental 
program project budgets are to do this work effectively. Brokers working on local projects described 
hours spent to get to meetings, establish relationships with Aboriginal communities and ensure 
Aboriginal people ‘keep the gate open so we can continue doing this work’ (LEB interview 3). 

Another challenge identified was the need to broker a multitude of outcomes Aboriginal people seek 
from NRM activities and achievements. A common brokering response was to ensure brokering 
activities and purposes were flexible. As one Aboriginal broker put it: ‘It is important not to be fixed 
on a particular engagement approach or NRM project outcome’ (LEB interview 22). This flexibility 
required brokers to be open to ‘generally offering help to the Aboriginal people we work with’ – such 
as offering a lift back to town or bringing food to feed Aboriginal families who joined a fieldtrip (LEB 
interview 3). It also required a flexibility to balance a number of agendas that infiltrate broker’s day-
to-day activities. As one broker described, a trip to protect a waterhole from feral camel damage also 
has to balance meeting participating Aboriginal peoples’ cultural obligations to areas of Country, their 
aspirations to share knowledge and find work for young Aboriginal people, and monitor the condition of 
this important ecological site. As a result, brokers working at regional and LEB-scale noted an enduring 
need for ‘imaginative reporting’ to describe small gains delivered from joint activities to reflect 
performance reporting requirements for government NRM programs.

One result of the challenge to ensure NRM projects are supported by government programs has been 
a regional NRM organisational and brokering strategy to focus on ‘win-win’ NRM activities. Brokers 
describe a funding and project bias to Aboriginal communities who are judged to be, in their words 
‘capable’, ‘functional’ and have established ‘good working with relationships’ with other government 
funding projects. One broker working at the LEB-scale reflected on some of the challenges this posed 
for developing effective and equitable engagement strategies with Aboriginal communities:

It’s tough you know … [on the one hand] you have to be accountable to a government 
program interested in environmental outcomes … [on the other hand] it’s hard enough 
working with Aboriginal communities … but if I think about it … there are definitely ‘hot 
spots’ of Aboriginal engagement [currently] … in Lake Eyre (LEB interview 31).
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Preliminary diagnosis: Understanding context
1. Local scale

Our analysis suggests that contextual issues raised by brokers interviewed 
suggest a strong bias towards Aboriginal participation in local NRM planning 
processes. LEB-wide arrangements have failed to take into account how broader 
planning decisions and outcomes can engage with Aboriginal people and 
accommodate the multiple outcomes that Aboriginal communities wish to achieve 
through NRM activities, partnerships and programs. 

Note: green indicates a good understanding, amber fair and red poor.

2. Regional scale

3. Basin scale

      1.               2.              3. 

Component 2: Brokers have the individual, Aboriginal community and organisational capabilities 
needed to respond to key issues affecting Aboriginal environmental governance

As a [broker] I often feel like my work is like a roly-poly tumble weed – moving from here to 
there … often without direction …. hooking on to opportunities [to do projects] like a weed 
caught in the wind of a willy-willy.  (LEB interview 27)

We have to facilitate a three-year [NRM program] with a culture and people … [who have] 
worked with this Country for thousands and thousands of years … How … do you do that? 
(LEB interview 7)

The short-term operating time scale of NRM projects opposes the long-term natural resource planning 
and Aboriginal participation needs, and has triggered what was described as ‘crisis facilitation’ (LEB 
interview 2): ‘stressed out individuals who are overworked and trying to do too much’ (LEB interview 
7) and ‘Aboriginal people who are and will remain unable to meaningfully participate in natural 
resource planning now or in the foreseeable future’ (LEB interview 28). 

Individual capabilities

While brokers understood their jobs to ‘network with Aboriginal communities’ (LEB interview 13) 
‘enable Aboriginal people to be involved in NRM projects’ (LEB interview 31) and ‘provide the 
linkage between Aboriginal capabilities and NRM project needs’ (LEB interview 23) many described 
frustration, burnout and stress in efforts to cope with what one broker described as ‘putting out spot 
fires in the current state of [Aboriginal participation in NRM] crisis’ (LEB interview 9).

Perhaps the most prevailing and worrying capability concern expressed by brokers was that it was their 
individual presence and work that were the critical mechanisms to enable Aboriginal governance of 
natural resources in the LEB. Rather than adopting strategies of institutional reform, brokers felt they 
were being used to implement policies and programs developed and displaced from the local context 
in which they were being delivered. As one broker argued, limited support offered to regional NRM 
bodies and the broader Natural Heritage Trust program made his job difficult. As he put it: ‘How can 
[the program expect that ] … me, a shovel, and my 4wd will be the key instrument … to help deliver a 
regional NRM program? (LEB interview 1)
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Individual strategies

You are certainly not going to share the links you’ve made with an Aboriginal community 
with others who are competing for the same grants. (LEB interview 5)

Working with people I trust is critical to the success of my work …For example, with the … 
mob, I rely on sharing ideas and programs with the local teachers. (LEB interview 26)

All of us crazy bastards who work out here get great comfort from sharing our grief at the 
pub!  (LEB interview 5)

The individual strategy to, as one broker put it ‘being in the know’ is a powerful tool that brokers use 
to ensure their hybrid roles are valued by government agencies and Aboriginal communities (LEB 
interview 14). ‘Being in the know’ describes an individual’s ability to ‘get gates opened’ on Aboriginal 
land (LEB interview 25), ‘know enough about government stuff that Aboriginal people want to know 
about’ (LEB interview 19) and equally ‘what other Aboriginal mobs are getting supported to do on 
Country’ (LEB interview 9). A broker working on Aboriginal Protected Area issues described his 
success in terms of being a ‘useful switchboard’ – a person who could communicate the right messages 
to the right people and be trusted that he was able to deliver these messages (LEB interview 29).

As the quotes above indicate, brokers adopt different strategies to ensure the success of their 
knowledge-bridging status. This includes competitive strategies that were particularly noted in terms of 
controlling access to Aboriginal people, communities and Country. Other strategies recognise the value 
of maintaining connections to ‘weak’ links in a broker’s social network – particularly with those who 
are not competing for the same grants (i.e. school teachers), or have knowledge that is required to do a 
particular brokering job or function (i.e. engage with a senior Elder) (cf. Granovetter 1983, Bodin et al. 
2005).

A key strategy used by brokers is to lower their expectations to meet regional targets outlined in 
regional NRM plans, ensure that they are flexible with timeframes for project delivery, and work on 
projects that are considered to have potential, or, as one broker put it, ‘a chance of getting off the 
ground’ (LEB interview 14). A broker working in a local project in the north-east part of the LEB 
outlined the logic expressed by many brokers working in the LEB:

We tend to ‘dumb down’ [our NRM planning expectations and goals] and ‘brown-up’ 
[ensure that activities also meet livelihood/economic aspirations] with most of the proposals 
that we take to communities for sign up (LEB interview 21).

Working as an island

Most times I feel like I am alone, working as an island.  (LEB interview 2)

There are not many brokers working at the local, regional or LEB-scale, compared with other areas of 
Australia. Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal brokers operating at local and regional scales describe their 
job as working ‘alone’, ‘feeling like a pioneer’, and ‘learning as I go’. Those who had arrived in the past 
two years described turning up to facilitate a local and regional planning process with ‘no guidance on 
what had been done before and no idea about what to do to get the job achieved’ (LEB interview 18). 
Very few brokers interviewed felt they have been given enough or any appropriate training to enable 
them to adopt appropriate ways to work with Aboriginal people or ensure their work could respond to 
the multiple dimensions of Country and Country-based planning.

A critical part of this ‘fragmented’ feeling was particularly apparent at the local and regional scale 
where brokers reported that they don’t believe regional (Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal) organisations 
are coordinated enough to set a strategic agenda desired by participating communities as necessary to 
guide their brokering efforts. An absence of local, regional and LEB structures to coordinate programs 
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working in the same Aboriginal community and resolve issues of accountability when broker’s 
leadership or work is contested were identified as key barriers to efforts to work with Aboriginal people. 
LEB-scale brokers also described a general sentiment of being ‘unsupported’ and ‘alone’. 

In part, a broker’s ‘island status’ is due to the spatial distance between government institutions, regional 
organisations and local communities that create challenging disconnections affecting their operating 
environment (cf. McAllister et al. 2008). It also reflects what brokers describe as limited political and 
public policy interest to ensure that regional natural resource planning can function. As one facilitator 
put it, lone individuals are operating as the arm of government agencies responsible for integrating 
a national program with local contexts and realities. Some brokers reflected on the government 
expectations of their role which ranged from grant administration, to policy advice, to communities 
to ensuring funding grant commitments were delivered. These people feel like ‘poor cousins’ (LEB 
interview 2) to their coastal and southern colleagues who had more resources to do their work and more 
government interest in outcomes achieved (cf. Dillon & Westbury 2007). 

Aboriginal community capabilities 

Most brokers interviewed discussed in general terms the challenges associated with language and 
cultural barriers, lack of resources, community dysfunction and a lack of familiarity by Aboriginal 
people with regional NRM or indeed other planning process that affected their lands and lives. Complex 
and prevailing politics within Aboriginal communities and between Aboriginal communities and 
government organisations were noted to be a key prevailing issue affecting the efficacy of brokering 
work. This was described in geographically specific terms that related to the various issues in brokering 
work with different Aboriginal communities within the LEB. Those brokers who worked at the LEB 
scale discussed at length how difficult it was to integrate Aboriginal agendas into water and other NRM 
decision-making processes that spanned across the LEB. Issues of ‘scaling up’ the complex and locally 
focused issues that Aboriginal communities and representative organisations were raised by brokers 
working at both the regional and LEB-wide level. For example, one LEB-wide broker interviewed 
noted how the agency he represented struggled to negotiate appropriate protocols with the many 
Aboriginal interest groups and organisations to enable equitable and appropriate knowledge sharing 
and participation in water decisions (LEB interview 12). As a result, he noted that the most effective 
mechanisms to enable Aboriginal people to make decisions about such issues were contained to local 
and specific water-sharing and quality issues (i.e. to achieve a healthy waterhole or access to water from 
a specific water source). 

Organisational capabilities

Many brokers working at the local scale emphasised an institutional mismatch between their operational 
timelines and the needs of Aboriginal Country-based planning, the environmental needs of Aboriginal 
lands, and the drivers affecting Aboriginal participation in environmental programs (cf. Cumming et 
al. 2006). As ‘tumble-weeds caught in the wind’, brokers working for regional NRM organisations 
described their work as short-term, opportunistic and difficult to ensure that a strategic goal was being 
achieved. brokers working at all levels in the LEB worry that their engagement capabilities often failed 
to reflect or accommodate Aboriginal people’s long-term motivations to improve the economic, social 
and physical health of Aboriginal people and build capacity in their communities. As one broker put 
it: ‘Aboriginal people say to me: … “We want to be involved in meaningful work, not busy work” … 
Aboriginal people want to be involved in key activities that clearly lead to long-term change’ (LEB 
interview 8). 
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Preliminary diagnosis: The capacity to respond 
1. Individual capacity 

2. Community capacity

3. Organisational capacity

  

      1.               2.              3.

LEB-wide 

Regional 

Local

Our analysis suggests that local brokers felt they were doing their best to 
support Aboriginal community efforts to make sustainable NRM decisions 
and engage in partnerships to help them respond to issues affecting 
Aboriginal communities and lands. Perspectives offered by brokers working 
at each level also noted the lack of support provided by regional and LEB-
wide organisations to support ‘vertical’ integration between local, regional 
and LEB-wide organisations and lack of ‘horizontal’ coordination between 
authorities working at the same decision-making level. As result brokerage 
efforts to respond to the multi-level dimensions of Aboriginal environmental 
governance is weak. 

Note: where green indicates a good capabilit ies to respond, amber fair and 
red poor.

Component 3: Aboriginal Knowledge is integrated into environmental planning and management.

Aboriginal people say again and again: Aboriginal knowledge is very specific to Aboriginal 
people and place.  (LEB interview 9)

I really struggle [to know] what to do with Aboriginal knowledge about camels.  
(LEB interview 18)

Aboriginal brokers working at the local and regional level emphasised that there are limits on the degree 
to which Aboriginal Environmental Knowledge (AEK) can be integrated into environmental planning 
problem formulation and solutions. While brokers are aware that AEK was embedded in a system 
of Country-based planning and management, many felt that regional NRM bodies and government 
programs are really only interested in ‘certain bits of Country management’ (LEB interview 13). This 
includes capturing instrumental or factual components of AEK (such as knowledge of presence/absence 
of species, use of fire, location of waterholes, etc).

For brokers working at the LEB-wide scale, AEK was viewed as being only useful at the project level, 
particularly to ‘ensure that knowledge used to deliver a project can accommodate Aboriginal views and 
expertise’ (LEB interview 28). Two Aboriginal facilitators working at the LEB-wide scale felt that AEK 
was not an issue being addressed, as attention was focused on just getting Aboriginal participation to 
occur. 

Science categories

Local and regional brokers interviewed recognised that some components of Aboriginal Knowledge 
(AK) offered a positive contribution to LEB environments and their brokering work. These 
contributions were understood as providing insights to ‘the state of country before [white] settlement’, 
‘changes in the abundance and distribution of native species’, and ‘general health of Country that 
Aboriginal people live in and use’. The key dimensions of successful AEK integration that were drawn 
upon by brokers was the instrumental dimensions of AEK – such as identification of bush tucker and 
the interactive dimensions of AEK that were compatible to scientific epistemologies – i.e. geographical 
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locations and seasonality of using fire to clean up the country. Key Aboriginal people were also 
identified as providing a useful pragmatic perspective to environmental management objectives and 
pathways that were being facilitated by local and regional brokers.

Cultural categories

There is less interest in how to broker the interactive dimensions of AEK that require taking a more 
holistic view of the structural and functional dimensions of human–environment interactions. As various 
studies have shown these holistic dimensions of AEK and the relationships between Aboriginal people 
to their kin and country are critical building blocks to Aboriginal environmental governance (i.e. how 
gendered knowledge affected engagement strategies or environmental responsibilities, or how or why 
ceremonial responses and responsibilities affected waterhole maintenance) (cf. Scott 1998, Robinson 
& Munungguritj 1991). Many brokers noted that a large part of this challenge was due to what was 
described as ‘confusing and changing protocols to do with Aboriginal knowledge’ (LEB interview 6) 
which meant that regional NRM organisations and broker individuals shied away from many dimensions 
of AEK issues.

Contemporary categories 

Not only are the holistic dimensions of AEK reported to be an ongoing challenge to integrating 
knowledge through regional NRM planning arrangements and processes, but the living and 
contemporary aspects of AEK were also raised as creating unique interface challenges and 
opportunities. The integration of Aboriginal people and AEK into contemporary environmental planning 
decisions and activities was reported as a particular challenge in an environment that is characterised 
by highly dynamic and diverse physical and cultural landscapes, including features which have changed 
dramatically over the past few hundred years. Examples of changes identified included altered fire 
regimes, introduction of new plants and animals, and an array of other threats to native plant and 
animal species. Brokers described how Aboriginal people they work with have seen and reacted to 
these changes in different ways, and this has promoted divergent views about the best approach to 
environmental management. Work by Davies et al. 2007 with the Anangu people echo the challenges 
faced by LEB brokers in their efforts to integrate AEK into contemporary environmental management 
priorities operating in the LEB:

Anangu don’t have a grasp of the significance of the numbers of camels and their impact. 
They don’t see camels as a problem because they keep moving and the grazing impacts are 
not concentrated in one place ... And nothing bad will happen if they do or don’t kill the 
camels. NRM issues like camels do not carry the same sort of duty [of care] that people 
have had since they were kids. Camels are more prevalent around rockholes and you can 
see the impact, for example, when camels get stuck in rockholes. Here it is the impact on 
the place that is significant, so Anangu make a concentrated effort to exclude camels from 
rockholes. This also relates to their fear that something bad will happen if the rockhole is 
not looked after (quoted in Davies et al. p. 45)

In some cases, brokers reported that there was a real interest by Aboriginal communities or partnering 
organisations and individuals to share and change knowledge bases and approaches – particularly 
on locally specific issues where the objectives were mutually beneficial (i.e. commercial harvesting 
of some introduced and native species). In other instances, Aboriginal responses to contemporary 
environmental issues were reported to be at complete odds to assumptions and findings provided by 
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scientific or other stakeholder modes of inquiry and it was here that brokering work was reported to 
being considerably challenged (i.e. the negotiation of the location and type of water values to base water 
sharing agreements in the LEB).

Preliminary diagnosis: Knowledge integration
1. Science category 

2. Cultural category 

3. Contemporary category 

Our analysis suggests that knowledge integration with Aboriginal people, experiences 
and epistemologies is a key challenge and need reported by many brokers. Most of 
the effort to date has focused on the local scale and some success has been reported 
on instrumental dimensions of AEK – i.e. bush tucker and its uses, and interactive 
dimensions of AEK that can easily be used to inform other stakeholder practices (i.e. 
fire management strategies. 

Note: where green indicates a good level of knowledge integration, amber fair and red 
poor.

       1.               2.              3.

3. Brokers as a litmus test of the efficacy of institutional 
arrangements for Aboriginal environmental governance 
in the LEB
This report presents the development and preliminary application of a broker diagnostic as one 
pragmatic ‘litmus’ test that can be used to examine the efficacy of institutional arrangements for 
Aboriginal land management in the LEB. A summary of preliminary results against each of the 
components is provided below.

Government programs are intended to ensure that Aboriginal people have appropriate opportunities 
to access their land, use and manage it sustainably, and collaborate with NRM institutions in natural 
resource planning decisions affecting this inland area. In the desert context of the LEB, the style of 
governance used to build these collaborative relationships relies heavily on a dispersed network of 
individuals. These brokers represent local, regional and LEB-wide efforts to facilitate decentralised 
environmental planning in huge regions with limited resources. 

Perspectives collated from these individuals provide insights to a system that faces considerable 
challenges in sustaining Aboriginal involvement in environmental management programs and ensuring 
these programs respond to and give proper weight to a wide array of ecological, cultural and sustainable 
livelihood values. These individuals express a need for ongoing involvement and support from natural 
resource management organisations and government agencies. Results from the diagnostic indicate that 
without this support, and without changes to political, resourcing and program priorities, brokers’ work 
is vulnerable to ‘boom and bust’ cycles and unable to create long-term, enduring relationships. This 
environment has encouraged the targeting of ‘easy’ projects where program and funding requirement 
boxes can be easily ticked without confronting more complex and long-term issues.
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Each broker was asked to provide a success story that highlighted the efficacy of the environmental 
management program they were facilitating. It is worth noting that success stories that moved beyond 
short-term and local-scale benefits were difficult to find. There are many local examples where 
– despite the distance, lack of resources and intense politics – a culture of trust and knowledge sharing 
has been developed to contribute to a pool of innovation. This was particularly evident when projects 
have been able to align Aboriginal aspirations for their own communities with government program 
funding objectives. Most of the brokers noted that this success is both worthwhile and fragile. Building 
community, organisational and institutional capital from these local experiments and interactions is an 
enduring challenge that must be addressed if long-term benefits are to be realised (cf. Putnam 1995). 

While the application of this broker diagnostic is preliminary at best, the analysis to date does start to 
provide an assessment of the organisational support for Aboriginal environmental governance in this 
desert macro-region of the LEB (see Table 2 below).

Table 2: Summary of results from broker diagnostic

Component LEB findings

Brokers and organisations understand 
the key contextual issues affecting 
Aboriginal environmental governance.

Varied

Contextual issues raised by brokers interviewed suggest a strong bias towards 
Aboriginal participation in local NRM planning processes. LEB-wide arrangements 
have failed to take into account how broader planning decisions and outcomes 
can engage with Aboriginal people and accommodate the multiple outcomes that 
Aboriginal communities wish to achive through NRM activities, partnerships and 
programs. 

Brokers have individual, Aboriginal 
community and organisational 
capabilit ies needed to respond 
to key issues affecting Aboriginal 
environmental governance.

Limited 

Local brokers felt they were doing their best to support Aboriginal community 
efforts to make sustainable NRM decisions and engage in partnerships to help 
them respond to issues affecting Aboriginal communities and lands. 

Brokers working at each level noted the lack of support provided by regional and 
LEB-wide organisations to support ‘vertical’ integration between local, regional 
and LEB-wide organisations and lack of ‘horizontal’ coordination between 
authorities working at the same decision-making level. 

Program requirements encourage brokers to concentrate on ‘easy runs’ for 
projects rather than complex issues. 

Brokers in the LEB are often isolated and lack supportive structures to assist with 
strategic direction.

As a result, brokerage efforts to respond to the multi-level dimensions of 
Aboriginal environmental governance is weak. 

Aboriginal Knowledge is integrated 
into environmental planning and 
management.

Limited

Knowledge integration with Aboriginal people, experiences and epistemologies is 
a key challenge and need reported by many brokers. Most of the effort to date has 
focused on the local scale and some success has been reported on instrumental 
dimensions of Aboriginal Knowledge – i.e. bush tucker and its uses, and 
interactive dimensions of Aboriginal Knowledge that can easily be used to inform 
other stakeholder practices (i.e. fire management strategies).
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4. Conclusions 
Brokers’ accounts and experiences show that it is far from easy to achieve partnerships that seriously 
engage Aboriginal people in environmental planning, management and review while maintaining the 
support from all other partners (Aboriginal, non-Aboriginal and government). Engagement strategies 
often fail to reflect or accommodate Aboriginal people’s motivations to enter into partnerships which 
include efforts to improve the economic, social and physical health of Aboriginal people and build 
capacity in their communities (e.g. Whitehead 2002, Wondolleck & Yaffee 2000). Issues of unequal 
power relations within partnership agreements have also been identified, limiting Aboriginal people’s 
ability to achieve mutually beneficial outcomes (e.g. Lane & Corbett 2005, Robinson & Whitehead 
2003). Integration of Aboriginal knowledge into NRM priorities and decision making can also be 
difficult and requires careful negotiation of appropriate protocols to enable equitable and appropriate 
sharing of knowledge with other stakeholders (e.g. Hill et al. 1999, Rose 1996, Smyth et al. 2004). 

Results from the development and rapid application of the diagnostic provides regional NRM 
organisations with some insights into how to examine the current approach to integrate environmental 
management programs and activities with Aboriginal people and communities in the LEB. It is not 
intended to provide an ‘ideal’ solution for institutional arrangement design and activities. Rather, 
it is meant to support dialogue between local, regional and LEB-wide organisations and Aboriginal 
communities about how to best support Aboriginal people and their land management responsibilities in 
the LEB. 

The diagnostic recognises the high reliance on brokers to achieve this integration and has dissected the 
context and organisational arrangements that support their work. This helps to determine the degree to 
which these ‘interface nodes’ achieve the integration needed for effective environmental and NRM. 

Further areas for further consideration and exploration would be:

To critically examine the reliance on brokers as a mechanism for integration, and, if these 
individuals are to be used, how they can be supported more effectively.
To examine how broker work and supporting organisational functions and activities can be 
managed in a more coordinated way to enable integration across and between scales of NRM 
decisions and activities.
To examine how local, regional and LEB-wide integrated environmental management can better 
respond to drivers identified in this diagnostic.

•

•

•
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